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Abstract      
Over thousands of years, translation has developed into a comprehensive 
discipline, moving from verbal and literal equivalence to its maturity with 
applications of sociology, historiography, literary theories, etc.  In recent decades, 
post-colonialism and feminism prevail and are readily applied to translation studies. 
Central to such theories and applications is power, which permeates every corner of 
social life. 
As an important sociologist, philosopher and systematic historian in the 20th 
century, Foucault conducts extensive study on social evolution and various disciplines, 
thus developing his own theory of power, which, different from traditional post-
colonial or feminist theories, is first and foremost non-essentialist force relations. 
Such a change in the conceptualization of power will inevitably lead to a different 
application of it into translation.  
This thesis tries to study modern translation using Foucault’s power-discourse 
theory, so as to work out a tentative analysis of how his non-essentialist power theory 
can affect our theorization of translation as well as different parties involved: 
literature as source text, the source-text author and the translator. Seen from 
Foucault’s power-discourse theory, translation is the flow of discursive elements 
between discursive fields, which will meet with different responses and strategies. 
However, men are not without choice in the all-covering network of power relations. 
Instead, power is symbiotic with resistance. Men can adopt different strategies to gain 
their own freedom in the power relations. The freedom will be one armed by a clear 
understanding of the mechanisms of power relations and social disciplines prevalent 
in the world, a strong determination of struggle, and a firm will to and actual practice 
of self-fashioning. Struggle against translation norms and habitus, and ethics practiced 
on the clearing opened up by the questioning are adopted by Foucault as two powerful 
weapons to pursue such freedom and can serve as good instruments for translators to 
better perform their profession, create their life into a work of art, as well as to help 
others in similar pursuits. Foucault explicates self-knowing, parrhesia and askesis as 
three strategies to carry out practices of freedom, which we can borrow as strategies 















self-fashioning into a work of art. He also indicates the telos of the practice of 
freedom and ethics as a minimum of domination, which should also be the telos of all 
human practices including translation. 
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Translation has played an irreplaceable role in every aspect of our life and 
greatly enhanced social development since its emergence at a time we can hardly 
define. However, its definition and status have undergone big changes through the 
centuries. From being an activity that was required to be in total transparency to have 
become a generally accepted discipline, translation has changed not only its own 
status but also various parties involved in it: source text writers and cultures, 
translators, target text readership, publishing houses, translation critics, etc. Through 
such a complex interrelationship we feel the constant role played by power. 
Translation and power thus can become an interesting and at the same time profound 
angle to study the former. Different from traditional essentialist theorists of power, we 
will choose a non-essential theorist—Foucault. 
Foucault is widely acknowledged as one of the shiniest star on the twentieth-
century philosophical arena of post-war France since Sartre. His some thirty-year 
academic life cut short by his premature death has nevertheless left us an incredible 
scope of avant-garde thinking covering philosophy, history, ethics, medicine, 
sociology, law, politics, and many other disciplines. Among his theories, his 
reconfiguration of power stands out as his most provocative argument and traverses 
through the development of his other disciplines. As Xu Ben (徐贲) rightly suggests 
in his Toward Post-modernism and Post-colonialism: “Because of the multi-
disciplinary nature of his works, every discipline can draw from his intellectual 
spring” (1996:156, translation by the author). Differing from traditional theorists, 
Foucault contends that power is not something essential, to be possessed, deprived of, 
escaped out of, or traded for other rights. Instead, power should be seen as first and 
foremost force relations. It is inescapable as it disperses into every “capillary” (see his 
Discipline and Punish) of society, is more productive than repressive, is coexistent 
with resistance, and works through and with discourse for its operations. Such a non-
essential reading of power will inevitably alter basic concepts which form our 
conception of our society and life and the alteration is so radical that we may start 
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